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UTAH EDUCATION FUNDING STUDY: 
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SMALL SCHOOL DISTRICTS
Publ ic  Educat ion  Appropr iat ions  Subcommittee  

R. Benjamin Leishman, Finance Manager June 2022

Why Conduct a Study? 
Background | Study Origins & Increase in Systemic Questions

o Last Comprehensive Review of Utah’s 
Funding System Done in 1990s

o Property Tax Questions
• Local Effort During Tax Reform Efforts

• Impact of Expanded Equalization Funding

o Continued Systemic Questions
• At-Risk Students – Interest to Improve 

Funding & Learning Outcomes 

• Necessarily Existent Small Schools 
Program vs Rural vs Remote Schools 

• Impact of Scale of Local Operations 

o How to Improve & Not Harm System

Origins State Board of Education 
o Commissioned the Study in 2019 
• Part of Board Mission to Create 

Conditions for Equitable Student Success 

• Advocating for Resources 

o Developed Scope of Study with Partners
• Legislature 

• Local Education Agencies

• Interest Groups/Associations

o Selected Study Contractor 
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Statutory Purpose & Funding Principles 
Background | Utah’s Public Education Funding System

o Outlined in Statute: 53F-2-103

o Natural Tension & Balance
• State Objective:
▪ Establish and Maintain a 

Reasonably Equitable System 
[Called: Minimum Program] 

• Local Board Objective: 
▪ Implement the Minimum 

Program with Latitude of Action 

▪ Provide Facilities & 
Opportunities Beyond the 
Minimum Program

+ Students Entitled to Reasonably 
Equal Educational Opportunities 
Regardless of District Wealth

+ Establishing the System is 
Primarily a State Function 

+ Districts Pay Reasonable Portion 
of Minimum Program 

+ Empower Local Boards to Provide 
Facilities and Opportunities Beyond 
the Minimum Program

+ Encourage Latitude of Action by 
Local Board [Local Control]

Principle 1: 
Equal 

Educational 
Opportunity 

Principle 2: 
Local

Participation &
Determination

The Issue is More than Property Tax Equalization
Study| Providing Reasonably Equal Educational Opportunities

Image Source: Utah School Funding Study, Conclusions and Policy Recommendations, January 2021. WestEd Report to the  Public Education Appropriations Subcommittee

A Balanced Approach: Allocation of Resources & System Cost Factors
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Review of Study Conclusions & Recommendations 
Findings | Utah School Funding Study

o Fundamentals of Utah’s Funding System 
Remain Strong 

o Findings & Recommendations Do Not 
Indicate a Need for a Comprehensive 
Restructuring 

oOpportunities for Improvement Exist 
and Represent a Return to the Original 
Intent of the Minimum School Program

Summary Conclusions Key Findings for Minimum Program
o Findings Suggest Continued Support of 

Long-Held Efforts: 
Costs
• System Does Not Fully Adjust for Costs 

Associated with Students from 
Economically Disadvantaged Backgrounds

• Current Policies to Address District 
Characteristics [Size | Remoteness] Do Not 
Fully Adjust for Differential Costs

Revenues
• Impact of Current Equalization Policies on 

Mitigating Disparities in Local Property 
Wealth are Limited  

A Broader View & Balanced Approach
Study | Providing Reasonably Equal Educational Opportunities

Utah School Funding Study  
o Expands Focus – Broad Look at Equity of Utah’s 

Funding System  
• What Factors Should the Minimum Program Include?

• How Should the Minimum Program be Funded?  
[State/Local Mix]

o Considers System Costs & Resources 
• Adjust Cost Factors to Reflect Student 

Characteristics/Needs 

• Consider Balance of “Who Pays” and “What is Provided” 

• Suggest Adjustments  

oOnly a Guide
• Findings/Recommendations Can Be Modified

Note: Click image for the Phase 2 Report or follow this link: Utah Education Funding Study
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https://www.schools.utah.gov/file/cc9f3cb9-6585-44b6-b06e-0d544cdd6826
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Review of 2021 Subcommittee Study 
[Recommendations, Actions, & Next Steps]
2022 Interim | Public Education Appropriations Subcommittee 

Students At-Risk – WPU Add-on
2022 Interim | Public Education Appropriations Subcommittee

• 10 Year Phase-in of Target Weightings [Faster if Revenue Allows]

• Review Hold Harmless Prior to Expiration in January 2024

Recommendations: Students At-Risk – WPU Add-on Formula

o Legislative Action: 
▪ Appropriated $27.6 M ongoing and $1.1 m one-time to increase the WPU Add-on 

weightings by 1 increment and fund the hold harmless (one-time funds)
• Economically Disadvantaged Weighting from 0.05 to 0.075
• English Language Learner Weighting from 0.025 to 0.325 

▪ Modified statute to include additional Voted & Board State Guarantee revenue received by 
a district through At-Risk – Add-on WPUs into the calculation of the hold harmless. 

o Next Steps:
▪ Continue to prioritize increases in At-Risk Add-on WPU weightings until statutory target is met
▪ Review hold harmless provision in 2024 General Session
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Special Education – Add-on WPUs
2022 Interim | Public Education Appropriations Subcommittee

• Review Statutory Prevalence Limits

• Acceleration of Growth Formula Unlikely a Factor in Local Funding Issues/Questions

• Additional Study Needed on Use/Flexibility of State Restricted Funding & Relative Cost Differentials

Recommendations: Special Education – WPU Add-on Formula

o Legislative Action: Passed H.B. 113, Students with Disabilities Funding Revisions 
▪ Increased Statutory Prevalence Limits: 

• From 12.18% to 14% and 20% for School Districts in 4th-6th Class Counties 

▪ Accelerated the Calculation of Growth – From 2-Years Prior to 1-Year Prior
▪ Implemented a Phased Reduction of WPU Add-on Weightings – From 1.53 to 1.0 in FY 2025
▪ Adjusted Foundation Calculation 
▪ Appropriated $4,037,000 ongoing to implement H.B. 113

o Next Steps: 
▪ Continue Monitoring Program: Growth, Prevalence Limits, and Growth WPU Weighting 

Phase-down

Small District Scale of Operations
2022 Interim | Public Education Appropriations Subcommittee

• Continue Study in 2022: Develop Small District & Small School Adjustments in Formula

• Overlap with Equalization Policies Due for Review with Expiration of Basic Levy “Freeze” in FY 2023

Recommendations: Scale of Small District Operations

o Develop a hybrid Scale of Operations factor in the Minimum School Program 
▪ Funding study recommendation does not fully align with Utah’s context
▪ Recognize that a district level adjustment needed but can’t lose the school size/remoteness 

adjustment in the Necessarily Existent Small Schools formula

o How should property tax equalization influence a Scale of Operations and other 
formula adjustments for all LEAs?

o Next Steps:
▪ Continue Discussion in 2022 Interim 
▪ Engage with Researchers – Intent Language

The Legislature passed intent language directing the 
State Board of Education to “extend a research contract 
to develop a scale of operations cost factor for small 
school districts that includes adjustments for school size 
and remoteness, and provides guidance to the state in 
developing, modifying, and maintaining the factor. 
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Scale of Operations: Continuation
[Review & 2022 Interim Study Plan]
2022 Interim | Education Funding Study 

Review: Education Funding Study Findings
2022 Interim | Small District Scale of Operations

o Addressed Scale of Operations at the 
District Level 
▪ As district size declines predicted 

spending increases, holding outcomes 
and cost factors constant. [Cost Function]
• Districts with lowest enrollment have the 

highest per-pupil spending
• No evidence of diseconomies of scale [Costs 

do not increase once a district reaches a 
certain size]

o Findings support the need for a Scale of 
Operations formula adjustment 

What Did the Funding Study Say?
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Review: Education Funding Study 
2022 Interim | Small District Scale of Operations

o Reform Necessarily Existent Small 
Schools Program – from School Focus to 
District Focus
▪ Expand the scope and size to account for 

a Scale of Operations adjustment
▪ Establish a single, predictable formula for 

targeting additional dollars to small 
districts
• Especially districts in the bottom 25th

percentile for enrollment
• Single adjustment for scale and remoteness

Study Recommendations 

NESS Allocations Compared to Recommended Weighting
2022 Interim | Sample District-level Weighting
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NESS Partial Weights

Source: Utah School Funding Study, Policy Recommendations, December 3, 2020

Hotspots: Where recommended 
weightings from the funding 
study distribute less revenue to 
a school district than the 
current NESS allocation. 
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Remaining Study Items – Statute 53E-1-202.2
2022 Interim | Public Education Appropriations Study Items 

Scale of Small District 
Operations

• Address distribution of 
revenues to school 
districts of differing sizes 
and property values to 
ensure adequate long-
term equalization of 
public education funds 
through tested or new 
approaches to 
equalization. 

Review Related to 
Basic School 

Programs

• Address the Related to 
Basic programs to 
optimize coherence, 
stability, continuous 
improvement, and 
balance with the Basic 
Program funds. 

Implementing 
Effective Practices

• Address methods to 
support schools in 
developing and 
implementing effective 
practices, possibility 
through a competitive 
grant program.

Interim Study Plan
2022 Interim | Small District Scale of Operations

o Is a single formula that factors district size 
and school size/remoteness the favored 
option over a hybrid approach?
▪ Potential change/phase-out of NESS

o How should scale of operations and 
property tax equalization efforts relate?
▪ Could a scale of operations factor be applied 

to equity formulas? Adjust distributions for 
higher cost and lower cost districts? 

▪ Should this factor be applied to other
distribution formulas?

o With equalization and scale of operations 
planned this interim, what should happen 
with the remaining study items?
▪ Shift to 2023 Interim?

Questions for Consideration Continuation of Study 
o State Board of Education Updating Study Scope 

with Contractor 
o Work with Co-Chairs and State Board of 

Education to Guide Study & Review Findings: 
▪ August Meeting – Update on Study & 

Subcommittee Discussion
▪ October Meeting – Review of Study Findings and 

Recommendations
• Co-Chair Proposal to EAC for Recommendation 
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https://le.utah.gov/xcode/Title53E/Chapter1/53E-1-S202.2.html?v=C53E-1-S202.2_2021050520210505
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DISCUSSION & 
QUESTIONS

Ben Leishman
Finance Manager, Public & 
Higher Education 

Office of the 
Legislative Fiscal Analyst

bleishman@le.utah.gov
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